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This is a Habitat Plan (including Public Access) Roles of FWP, the Work Group & the Public

Montana’s Elk Management Plan Pertains

Purpose & Goals (page 8)




2. Actions will be sustainable for future generations.

3. Provide access for a wide variety of uses consistent with the
management plan.

4. Be a good neighbor with the landowners and the residents
of Powell County.

Spotted Dog WIMA covers 37,877 acres in south Powell Coun-
ty, with 27,616 acres deeded to FWP and 10,261 acres leased
from the Montana Department of Natural Resources and Con-
servation (DNRC). Herein, we divided the WMA into five Man-
agement Units (MU) for planning purposes. Each MU general-
ly corresponds with one principal drainage system and access
route. The MUs also generally reflect broad distinctions of
vegetation and wildlife.

The MUs present differing challenges of management. The
O’Neill Creek MU (MU-1) contains the primary public access
point to the WMA from the Deer Lodge side of the property,
via Freezeout Lane; includes the Rocky Ridge communications
site and the BPA 500-KV powerline; and is bordered by a resi-
dential area along Beck Hill Road. MU-1 and the Freezeout-
Jake MU (MU-2) border ranches along the Qld Stagecoach
county road, which has been closed to public access in recent
decades. Public access to MU-2 from the Jake Creek Road is
also currently closed where the road crosses private land be-
fore reaching the WMA. The Spotted Dog MU (MU-3) also
borders private ranches along the track of the Old Stagecoach
Road, and includes the old Pauly Place buildings and corrals,
as well as Spotted Dog Reservoir. Public access is available to
the Trout Creek MU (MU-4) from Avon, continuing into MU-3.
A groomed snowmobile route runs across MU-4 and the For-
ested Checkerboard MU (MU-5) from Avon to Elliston. MU-5
and part of MU-4 are unfenced against an active livestock al-
lotment on the Helena National Forest. Whereas the other
MUs will be managed with an eye toward the larger rangeland
and riparian landscape, MU-5 will be managed with an aware-
ness of its contribution as part of the larger coniferous forest.

The property now known as Spotted Dog WMA has a long his-
tory of ranching, involving cattle and in earlier years, sheep.
Under the purchase agreement (dated July 28, 2010) by which
FWP acquired the WMA property from the Rock Creek Cattle
Company (RCCC), it was agreed that RCCC would retain lim-
ited grazing rights on the WMA through December 31, 2012.
At the request of RCCC, the Montana Fish, Wildlife & Parks
Commission subsequently extended that grazing agreement
through 2013. From 2014 forward, FWP has provided rest
from livestock grazing as outlined in its Management Plan and
the Livestock Grazing Amendments to the Plan contained in
the Decision Notice for the purchase of Spotted Dog WMA
(August 2010). Livestock trespass continues across the
WMA's unfenced boundary with the Helena National Forest.

Hansen et al. (2015) characterized the soil, water and vegeta-
tion of FWP deeded lands across 90% of Spotted Dog WMA.
Upland grasslands are in the best condition, and the best of
the best are concentrated in the northernmost sections of MU
-4. Conversely the problem area for upland grassland, shrub-
land and wetland environments is in western MU-1.

Despite the unhealthy and non-functional condition of some
uplands in MU-1, O’Neill Creek ranked highest in ecological
condition among streams, with an overall health rating of
79%. The MU-2 streams came second in order of ecological
condition, with Fred Burr Creek at 74%, Freezeout Creek at
65% and Jake Creek at 61%. MU-3 followed with Spotted Dog
Creek at 62%. Trout Creek, in MU-4, ranked last in stream
health (54%).

The ecological inventory and health assessment (EIHA) by
Hansen et al. (2015) offers a repeatable framework for future
ecological monitoring. FWP will plan to repeat the EIHA by
2025 to monitor the condition and trend of vegetation under
the influence of this Habitat Plan. Inherent in the repeated
EIHA is a check for changes in noxious weed distribution. Pho-
to points will be established to monitor representative habi-
tats that are featured in this plan at more frequent intervals
between replicates of the EIHA.

Maintenance activities on the WMA will be compiled in an
annual report, including weed control, fence repair and other
activities. Fish and wildlife surveys will be scheduled as need-
ed in accordance with regional information priorities.

Prescribed management treatments, such as livestock grazing,
fence construction and forest management, will be monitored
during the periods while those treatments are occurring on
the land to assure compliance with prescriptions and to iden-
tify adjustments that may be needed.

MU-1 had the highest proportion of sampling plots (51%) with
>10% coverage of invasive species, followed by MU-2 (31%),
MU-4 (26%) and MU-3 (21%) (Hansen et al. 2015). Twenty-
two invasive plant species were identified on the WMA, with
cheatgrass covering the most acres (632) and spotted knap-
weed ranking second (437 acres). Weed management objec-
tives and strategies are addressed where they pertain under
the resource headings/priorities (e.g., Native Species Diversi-
ty, Elk Winter Habitat, etc.) in this Habitat Plan.

+ A weed management strategy common to every resource
priority is to make a habit of documenting and treating
new weed occurrences while driving roads, fixing fences
and in the course of other duties on the WMA.

¢ Comply with FWP’s Statewide Weed Plan and the Powell
County Weed Plan.

¢ Work with Powell County to develop a WMA weed map.
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Partofa Larger Whole (pages 33-34) Species of Concern (pages 37-38)

Native Species Diversity (pages 35-36)

Elk Winter Habitat (pages 39-40)




Priorities for Special Projects when Feasible:

¢ Forest management will employ a light touch as needed
in MU-1 and MU-2, if at all, to extend the function of
small-acreage stands into the future and to manage risk.

Direction: Recover or restore aspen, wetland and riparian
systems

Base Budget Items and Work Priorities:

® Protect aspen, wetland and riparian areas from noxious
weeds as a focus of overall weed management efforts.

® Protect these areas from unauthorized livestock.

® Avoid and correct road, culvert and sediment impacts.

® Prevent damage from off road vehicles.

® Manage conifer encroachment in aspen.

® Protect beaver on Spotted Dog WMA.

® Recruit and protect snags, especially deciduous spp.

Priorities for Special Projects when Feasible:

® Plant native riparian vegetation (i.e., willows).

® Prescribe more extensive forest management and conifer
treatment to rejuvenate aspen.

e Consider redistributing beaver at such time as the forage
base would support beaver.

e |n the absence of beaver, consider mimicking beaver activity
with instream structures.

Direction: Enhance habitat for native westslope cutthroat
trout.

Base Budget Iltems and Work Priorities:

® Protect streamsides from noxious weeds to minimize sedi-
ment delivery to streams.

® Protect streams from livestock impacts.

® Avoid and correct road, culvert and sediment impacts.
® Prevent damage from off road vehicles.

Priorities for Special Projects when Feasible:

e Utilize active stream restoration to address habitat degrada-
tion and channelization.

e Plant woody riparian vegetation where absent due to past
land use practices.

e Remove or resize stream crossings (e.g., culverts).

Direction: Maintain climax rough fescue stands where they
currently exist, and manage for soil stability and a healthy mix

of native increasers and decreasers in bunchgrass vegetation
types overall.

Base Budget Items and Work Priorities:

Maintain fences to minimize livestock trespass.

¢ |dentify and eradicate first occurrences of new weed spe-
cies or weeds in new places.

¢+ Watch cheatgrass distribution and avoid creating niches
for cheatgrass expansion.

¢ Consider prescribed cattle grazing to add vegetation com-
munity structure in grasslands other than designated
rough fescue reference sites., and as a tool for achieving
grazing improvements on privately owned bunchgrass
communities as well.

¢ Confine motorized traffic to open roads.
Priorities for Special Projects when Feasible:
® Restore native communities on sites dominated by cheat-

grass on a prioritized basis, pending the development of
sound methodologies for cheatgrass control.

® Develop interpretive signage to increase the public’s appre-
ciation for native grasslands and their management.

® Remove conifer encroachment.

Direction: Reserve antelope bitterbrush stands for their
unique wildlife habitat qualities.

Base Budget Items and Work Priorities:

¢ Maintain fences to minimize livestock trespass.
¢ ldentify and eradicate new weeds or weeds in new places.

+ Watch cheatgrass distribution and avoid creating niches
for cheatgrass expansion.

¢ Use biological contrals or spot spray with the most selec-
tive herbicides to avoid damage to bitterbrush while ad-
dressing noxious weeds in MU-1 and MU-2,

Keep elk numbers in balance.
In MU-1 and MU-2 discourage public camping and prohib-
it fires.

¢ Limit motorized access to few well worn roads.

Priorities for Special Projects when Feasible:

+ Monitor bitterbrush condition and trend over time.

+ Monitor wildlife use in bitterbrush.

+ Develop interpretive signage to help the public appreciate
bitterbrush and its value.

¢ There may be a need at some point to intensively treat
cheatgrass in bitterbrush stands, pending development of
effective cheatgrass control methods.
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Coniferous Forest (pages 49-50) Interpretive Resources (pages 55-56)
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